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	Knights

	What was left of the curtains drifted in the aimless breeze that ambled through the open door behind Patta. He stood three steps inside the doorway in the classic ‘L’ stance of a veteran martial artist. His partly undone greatcoat revealed a pinstripe suit and pale green tie. Under his fedora, placid eyes matched the colour of the tie and so did the cufflink protruding from the coat sleeve on his extended arm. The gloved hand of that arm steadily gripped a Handow ten-millimetre silenced automatic.

	Facing him in an almost mirror stance was Jande. His tie was black, matching every item of his clothing. The matte-black Carter fifteen millimetre flechette projector completed his stark ensemble. That weapon was held in a relaxed grip with the slight cant that indicated a familiarity with the weapon’s tendency to pull to the right. Jande appeared a cigarette in his offhand and slid it into the corner of his mouth without taking his eyes from Patta. He inhaled hard and, with a hiss, it self-ignited. Patta raised an eyebrow and his mouth quirked into a slight smile. He reached down and pulled out an orange cube. With equally unwavering focus, he popped it in his mouth and bit down with relish. Jande exhaled slowly with obvious pleasure. 

	“I presume business is good as you can chew Jovian fudge.”

	“That it is, old comrade. Except tonight I come to retrieve something from an errant and find myself staring down a familiar custom shredder. You had it repaired?”

	“I replaced it. F-guns are just never the same after a breakage. Tonight’s diversion to kill an errant was going to pay for my preferred customisation.”

	“So we are both here to kill. Who is the unfortunate?”

	“Gatto.”

	“My erstwhile partner. I see a parallel.”

	“Really?”

	“I came to get a datapack from Impia.”

	Jande took another drag on his cigarette before replying: “So you came to kill my estranged wife?”

	“Indeed.”

	Patta casually lifted his offhand with two fingers raised, paused momentarily with one pointed at each of his eyes and then flicked his glance over Jande’s off-shoulder before massaging the bridge of his nose. Jande lifted a hand to his cigarette, pointing right before holding the cigarette against two curled fingers. Behind him, a single soft scuff barely stirred the wind-blown silence. It was enough. Jande flicked his cigarette high to his left as he spun forward and round on the ball of his right foot. Simultaneously, Patta transferred his weight forward while swinging his left foot out, dropping into a single-leg crouch. The thud of the Handow was complemented by the evil syncopated hiss of the Carter unloading a stream of heated silicate slivers in the same direction. In the darkness, one body flew backwards into the wall and one wheezed like a wet accordion before slumping forward. Jande looked at the Handow smoking by his right ear.

	“You still using those teflon abominations?”

	“Of course. Shall we go and say hello to my late partner and your late wife?”

	Jande laughed: “She carries her lucre in thigh straps.”

	Patta nodded: “Gatto had himself marsupialised. I couldn’t.”

	“Just as looting the legs I stroked in passion is beyond me.”

	They moved forward purposefully and finished swiftly. Pausing at the door, they simultaneously raised silver cubes of Agmin InstaBlaze, laughed and threw in synchrony: Patta lobbing, Jande bowling. Leaving the sudden conflagration, they walked toward the dome of the city.

	“Lafayette’s is still open and I am allowed a guest.”

	“Do they still serve Venusian absinthe?”

	“They do.”

	“Then lead on.”

	***

	 

	Hostages

	There’s a scream and a thud as my little helper zips round the corner and delivers a messy death to the fool who thought that cover mattered. I hear the sounds of hasty retreat and the whimpers of their hostage as she bumps along. That annoys me. I clamber up the frame of a fire escape and set off across the rooftops at a flat run, hurdling anything under two metres. Below and ahead I hear the muttered conversation of the fleeing dead: “He’s a front-line trooper, Ade. We don’t stand a chance. We gotta cut her loose.”

	Listen to your cretinous friends, Ade.

	“Rape him! I ain’t scared of some ugly beggar done up to scare proles on some jerkwater planet. We’re The Brooklyn Dragons. Nothing stops soldiers like us.”

	Soldiers? Don’t make me puke.

	“Where did he go?”

	A fem? Well well. She’s asking the right question too.

	“Shut up, Wanda. Just coz you did some time up there means shit down here.”

	Definitely not bright.

	“Ade, he’s a Trenton Fourteen and we are raping dead if we don’t back down. I can’t touch him.”

	I nearly miss my footing with that little revelation. I slow down so I can uplink and push a request for an ID on Wanda. She should be on file.

	I am in midair when a figure stands up on the roof where I’m due to land. He’s got a sword. Good choice if he can use it. He can’t. I’m a flying body that has to come down and he waits for me to land before taking a swing at me? So stupid. I take the sword off him and break his arm in the process. While he screams, I slam him onto the parapet, shove the blade up his arse and let the momentum take them both over the edge.

	My query is answered: Wanda MacIntyre, a Trenton Eight and a pretty package too. The info comes with an upgrade for her. She’s been overridden, the embarrassing problem with the early models. I need to get eye contact. Yippee. Well, no point in waiting for tactical advantage. I run across two rooftops and handspring over the edge to drop three stories into the midst of them. They scatter and I grab Wanda before she can react, which is way before the meatheads get to move. I stare into her ice blue eyes and feel interlace. Her system has been overridden for a while and the feedback is horrendous. By the time that the goons about us react, Wanda and I know more about each other than anyone should. I also know that Daddy will not be getting any kidnappers back for trial. Wanda is spitting mad and has a special place in her hell for Ade. He had a genuine Trenton and used her as a raping sex toy? I don’t want to witness his last moments.

	The battle was brutal. I know that my contempt for these teenage gangsters who dare to call themselves soldiers sometimes makes me mean, but Wanda had lived in their depraved little world and needed to take toll for some very bad times.

	Miss Edison was handed over in shock and covered in blood, none of it her own. Wanda and I just asked one of the clean-up crews to hose us down after recommending that the city spared them the trauma of seeing the mess we’d made and sent in the scavenger drones instead.

	Wanda spits water so she can speak: “I’ll need a month to come back up to spec. Then we go find the rapist who overrode me.”

	“Deal.”

	***

	 

	Riph

	I looked down at the riph on my wrist, remembering the days when phone, watch, PDA, wallet, cash, cards and ID had been separate items.

	Then I realised that I was late for my meeting, hadn’t got Susie a present and I was watching the rain melt a pigeon that hadn’t been quick enough on the patio outside the penthouse. I flicked my wrist and the holographic display rose to confront me with everything. I waved the dailies into oblivion unread and poked the action tab, then requested an espresso while the queue diamond twirled rapidly, meaning I had only a short wait.

	The aging robo had just whined my coffee to me when the diamond flashed and a charming, husky voice caressed my ears: “Operator. How can Ri– Oh, hello Vince. How can I help today?”

	I smiled. Shannon was my favourite operator, and of late she seemed to be online whenever I needed assistance.

	“Hi Shannon. I need to get across town in under thirty, need to get Susie a medium value birthday present, plus it’s raining acid and lime outside.”

	A throaty chuckle came from the riph, then stopped suddenly. The silence was curiously eerie. A minute or so passed.

	“Vince, a Chariot repulsorlift will be at the residence’s enviro-gated pickup point in nine minutes. I have cleared routing for you to Jackson Holdings; you will arrive four minutes early. Susie’s present is unnecessary.”

	I frankly stared at the device: “Shannon, how and what was that last item?”

	“Jackson Holdings. You’ve been there frequently and I see from your legal feeds that you have received approval for your buyout. Priority routing is easy when my brother is section head at Police Headquarters and having a quiet day.”

	“Seattle girl accused of abusing sibling bond for rich client.”

	I smiled as I said it and her laughter sent tingles up my spine.

	“Susie?”

	“Sorry, Vince. As you bought her a service upgrade, I have her riph status up as part of your ambient.”

	Her voice had gone quiet. I waited as déjà vu visited.

	“It’s in paramour monitor mode. Sorry Vince. I really am.”

	Susie had always been a bit too fond of my credit rating. Now my suspicions were confirmed. Not again.

	“Shannon, can you downgrade her and give me a refund?”

	“Yes Vince. Shall I action a breach of nuptial exclusivity salvage for you?”

	I paused. That meant Susie and I were over before the nuptial bit really began. Then again, she was in bed with a paying customer right now.

	“Do it. Authorisation to debit granted.”

	“Done, Vince. Full recoup except for the Thunderbirds tickets. They are ID bound and non-refundable.”

	Damn. The Thunderbirds were about to contest promotion rights with the Winterhawks. The winners got to play in the Mars Leagues. I had been looking forward to the game for months. A whole box, full hospitality, the works. I had been intending to propose properly to Susie at the end of the game.

	Then I had a crazy idea.

	“Are they transferrable?”

	“Partially, Vince. You have to retain one.”

	I activated a routine of questionable legality on my riph. It came back instantly.

	“Vince, did I mistakenly detect a non-warranty persona query app?”

	I smiled. This girl was good.

	“No idea what you’re talking about, Shannon. Now please extend the usual invite, collection time and privacy moderation requests to Miss S. Carleton of Ravenna.”

	“No problem Vince, I’m sure she’ll be thril-“

	The eerie silence returned as she finally assimilated the invitee information. I found myself grinning like an idiot: “See you at five, Miss Carleton.”

	***

	 

	Streetlife

	The alleyway is dark, but my neo-eyes make it like day: if daylight were vomit-green and fuzzy, that is. I’m sneaking down the left hand wall, close enough that my sensors are popping warnings about the stuff growing on the decaying brickwork into my vision. I blink twice and glance down to the left to put the warnings in a sub-view. Last thing I need is an orange warning triangle appearing when I’m trying see the bad guy. 

	Time to do the legals: “Vincent Parada! I am an Officer of Justice. Step out with your limbs raised.”

	The fuzzy green vista remains undisturbed by a surrendering criminal. Not a surprise, but city regulations say I have to ‘appear reasonable’ at all times. Otherwise I’d have stood at the entrance to this brick-lined rectum and used sonics as a suppository. I have no qualms about taking my suspects in curled into a foetal position or sloshing about in a bucket.

	A movement is highlighted in my view before I am aware of it. By the time that I have registered the indicator, it has flashed green and been tagged as a feline of unknown ancestry. Unknown is an understatement. Cats went the same way as all other urban wildlife a couple of decades ago. If it doesn’t live indoors in the same controlled environment as its owner, then it’s some form of mach-rodent. That thought prompts an idea. I pause and switch to a band that my suit only has because of the ancient circuit block Manny used to patch it after my run in with the Blowtorch Artiste. My grandfather had taught a curious ten year old me something that no-one else had, that exclusive secret thing that makes boys feel special. You never know…

	“Here kitty kitty. Machman James req opstat.”

	I may be succumbing to duty stress, but that feline contact had been sizable. My ears fill with the crackle and click of slow band interface: “Machman Jamez. Kitty Dee opti. Purred to hear you. Been long time.”

	Grandpa, I love you. The bigger mach animals had officially died out, failing to reproduce true in all cases except the rats. It seems that urban legends about true-breeding survivors are not apocrypha.

	My grandpappy had been one of the original Machmen, the small group who pioneered working with mach animals. He had also been one of the few who had not gone completely postal after eight months. 

	“Kitty Dee. Have badman nearby. Assist req.”

	“Badman loc. Kitty Dee herd him?”

	“Bring him in, Kitty Dee.”

	Vince was a bad man, a hardened inflictor of misery who had seen things most people would not believe. But I guess that the sight of a glowing green cat with blazing yellow eyes and a subsonic yowl pitched to cramp his bowels was a little too much. He forgets the awesomely illegal scattershock unit in his hand and just flees down the alley straight toward me. My drinks for the month are assured as I have record mode on. A murderer of twenty-plus running like a cheerleader with his hands flapping, all the while screaming “Arrest me! Don’t let Patty get me!” is one of those moments. Guess Vince did bad things to a cat in his youth and still has some very deep-seated issues about it.

	I drop Vince with a lobotojolt. Kitty Dee stalks out into the lights with me, an instant media superstar framed against an Officer dragging an unconscious killer by his ankle.

	“Kitty Dee return live ops?”

	“Confirmed.”

	Looks like the Machmen are back, bad guys. Run and hide.

	***

	 

	A Day in the Office

	It's dark when my ears finally stop ringing. I lie deathly still and carefully inventory my corpse.

	"Not such an unstoppable bastard now, are ya?"

	Docherty is still here. That explains the pain in my jaw. He put one in my head, two in my chest, smashed my teeth, gouged out my eyes and snipped my fingertips off at the first joint. The only way to identify me will be by DNA. Which would come up blank, but he doesn’t know that.

	Now to earn my keep. I click once and echomap. 

	"What was that?"

	Ah, Samuel is here too: enhanced hearing. Oh well, nothing for it except to click again on a lower band to echolocate.

	"He did it again."

	"Did what?"

	"High frequency clicks."

	"It's just his cybergear winding down. He's dead, we're rich."

	My guns have been left where they fell. I push a lot of adrenalin and endorphins into my bloodstream, along with extra clotting factor. Cybergear is good; I'm better. Bioengineered to be more than these peasants with their implements grafted in, taking immuno-suppressants, psycho-stabilisers, steroids and antibiotics with breakfast for the rest of their lives. My brain resides in a keratinised tissue shell sitting in the left side of my pelvis, with my spare heart on the right. My ribs form natural Maximilian plate and I can consciously use ninety percent of my muscle capacity. The improved bat sensorium in my brain and echo chambers in my cheekbones are personal refinements to the build.

	I've killed enough time. Time to kill.

	I click to update the echomap as I sit up like my upper torso is being pulled by strings, truncated fingers grabbing my trigger-less guns. They interface via neural pads and are live by the time I level them at my two erstwhile killers.

	"What the frack?"

	As last words go, they’re nothing for posterity. They're also surprisingly common from unfortunates facing me.

	I lay back down and safety my guns. A subvocal mike in my throat links to the transceivers woven into my scapulae.

	"Robin! Where the hell have you been?" Janet's voice is husky with genuine concern.

	"Sorry, darling. I got kidnapped and assassinated again."

	"Oh, for the love of Pete! That's the second time this year. How bad?"

	"Proper job this time. Going to need a cranial rebuild, phalange implants, a cardiac replacement and a left kneecap."

	"A kneecap? The bastards."

	"They used a Labrador gun."

	"Oh, the poor thing. Did they shoot it afterwards?"

	"No, I did. That's how they got the drop on me."

	"You really have to work on that soft spot for strays, Rob. Medtechs will be with you inside five minutes."

	"Thanks, darling. I'll stay away until my face is on properly so Tabitha doesn't have nightmares."

	"That's one of the reasons why I love you, Robin Summerson. See you soon."

	"Kiss her goodnight from me. Love you."

	"Love you too. Hurry home."

	"I will."

	With that, I relax and wait for the medical team. Now that’s a hell of a way to make a living, flying all over the place to pick up the pieces. I couldn't do their job.

	***

	 

	Full Cover

	The lift’s mirror panels show me to be looking a tad dishevelled, which explains why the security enhanciles paused me at the entrance to the complex. My eyes are completely bloodshot, with pupils that shine. An unhealthy pallor makes my stubble stand out in stark complement to the bags under my eyes. My red silk shirt was an accidental good choice for the evening before, but it’s not coping well with the stresses of this excursion. Thankfully the neoflex-weave suit has repaired its earlier damage during my long walk, engendered by the city’s autotaxis not registering me as a valid fare anymore.

	The doors open and another enhancile registers my appearance in the single arc of his inbuilt lenses. I raise my wrist so my persona cuff can be picked up clearly. I nearly got iced on the way out of the yards because the beating had compromised it’s transmit range.

	I walk slowly, savouring the active carpet that cleans the grime from my soles. I have to check the time on my cuff as the beating demised my optiscreen too. Being ahead of schedule, I step into the valet station and instruct it to nanotailor my garb.

	A half-hour later I emerge looking like the exemplar of gentlemanly ways that I used to pride myself on being. The fact that I have been nothing more than a well-dressed pirate sans galleon only occurred to me on my long walk from the yards.

	The doors to the suite are closed. It is, after all, fashionably early. Any man of measure should be abed with a winsome playmate or two. Any more than two is gauche. I present my newly repaired cuff to the door and it considers me. An expected delay as, by rights, it cannot alert its owner to my presence. A couple of minutes pass and it slides silently aside to admit me.

	Gandelion’s place is everything I had been told it was. The elegant taser-orchid array tracks me as I cross the suite to the master bedroom. The enhancile at the door is leaving before I reach there. He nods to me as he passes. I know that the respect is not for me. It is for the Bushido personified that carries me.

	I gesture the doors open and step through quickly. Gandelion sleeps naked between Darcy and Shera. Darcy I knew about, Shera’s presence explains my situation. Betrayed by a spurned lover. How very cliché. I touch my cuff to her heel. It flashes red to indicate target validity.

	Shera dies in her sleep, a surgical strike of abattoir nanites ending her.

	Stepping back, I level my piece at Gandelion. Then I lightly kick the bed. He comes from deep sleep to awake with his bilaser levelled before he recognises me. His hands are palsied and he gasps for air, face going white.

	“You’re dead! I saw the flechettes go through you! We spread you over five metres of dirt!”

	“Carver and Blackhouse Vendetta Veritas insurance. Three litres of the finest anti-mortis nanotech gives me eight hours for settling accounts.”

	I smile as the bilaser tumbles from his trembling fingers. I fire the Vituperator and the vortex hammers everything inside his torso to jelly. He slams backwards with internal-organ puree dribbling from his major orifices.

	Dropping the weapon I turn to the two gentlemen in white suits who have followed me from where they resurrected me. They float a bier toward me and bow their heads.

	I salute toward speechless, ashen-faced Darcy before lying down and relinquishing myself to dying at last.

	***

	 

	Call of Duty

	There is a silence that can pervade the scene of a fatal accident in the moment between panic and the deployment of emergency crews. I have watched hardcore marketmen quiesce their headware and teenagers offline themselves as they pass a section of the city suddenly transformed, simply by being marked with white-and-blue ‘Biohazard: Corpse’ holograms.

	Today’s horror is something special. It’s not that I don’t feel for the bereaved, but this is beyond misfortune. I feel the chill touch of divine black humour and shrug my shoulders deeper into my standard-issue armoured donkey jacket.

	Spread across the inner and middle lanes of Beckham Broadway is an inverted Aston-Jaguar Aguillar, the apex of luxury aircar development. This one was only nine days out of the showroom. I suspect that after my report goes public, it will become the last one taken from a showroom - by a customer - for a very long time.

	The driver of this beautiful, ostentatious monster could never afford it. Her job was to drive and protect the owner and passenger: Livrez Denson, founder of EasyDrone and right now, quite possibly the richest corpse in London. I’d tell you the driver’s name, but the registered vehicle details only show ‘PoolDrv’. Even though she was his regular guard-driver, she got paid less than basic wage as a temp.

	London is one of the last cities to have an autocar ban. You can have autopilot, but you must have a capable, licensed driver behind the wheel. Mister Denson had been fighting that for years, pushing his STH (Safer Than Human) Control system.

	Underneath the three-point-two tons of Aguillar is a Toyonda Lupin, a popular city runabout for singles and new families. This one had Tarany Baviss and her two children in it when the Aguillar squashed it down to a foot high. Laurent Baviss is currently under sedation: he recognised the registration data from a news feed and got to the scene before we could intercept him.

	Somewhere between the two vehicles is a nine-pound ‘Monitor’ EasyDrone - one of their most popular units - used for borough ordinance patrols.

	I am standing by the root cause of this mess, eating one of Luigi’s delicious pasta wraps. Technically it could be called interfering with evidence, but Luigi is sixty-nine and does make exceedingly good Bolognese.

	 

	The scene, as I envision it, was one of early-evening gentility, as a usually busy part of London experienced a moment’s cessation of the hubbub. Enter, stage right, ground level: a sky blue Toyonda Lupin. Enter, stage left, treetop height: an electric blue Aston-Jaguar Aguillar. Luigi looks up at the majestic aircar and sighs - he told me so - which turns to a snort of frustration, as he sees a Monitor drone with Beckham Borough Trading Standards holobands. This time, he’s ready. He whips out the Downstick he bought from Camden Market and lets the drone have it. There is no way he is going to let Mister Cherthall of Beckham Council rook him again with volumetric charging for the fold-out tabletops on his stall!

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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